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Abstract3
The re-scaling of border control and the conflation of migration, crime, and national security in Mexico in the last
decade have generated new practices of ‘flow management’ at the southern border with a differentiated impact
on migrants. This chapter draws on research findings on Guatemalan im/migrant4 women (some of whom have
been living in Mexico for generations) to examine the kinds of insecurity they face in daily life as migrants of
Mayan origin.5 By engaging with the contextual and specific meanings of in/securities generated by the processes
of ‘othering’ experienced by these migrants, especially those with an irregular status, the chapter focuses on the
significance of the politics of everyday life and how in/visibility becomes a strategic field of struggle for them, both
to ensure daily well-being and to avoid the risks of being detected and the punitive responses that follow. The
chapter proposes that where the concepts of citizenship and rights are unlikely to be satisfied for those who need
them most, the analytical lens must shift from a normative understanding of rights to the interface between the
practices of border control and migrants’ strategies. Understanding in/visibility is introduced as a strategy to help
discern the power dynamics that affect their social conditions and the consequences for policy advocacy.
Keywords: Re-scaling border control, Mexico’s southern border, Guatemalan women’s migration, in/visibility,
everyday politics. 
10.1 Introduction12345
There is a consensus among migration scholars and
human rights advocates that the recent strengthening
of the measures of containment and control of migra-
tory flows in specific parts of the world has created
new types of risks and vulnerabilities for migrants,
thought the experiences of discrimination they may
face takes particular contextual forms and expressions
(Anguiano/López 2010; FitzGerald 2011). Scholars
have generally acknowledged that women migrants6
encounter situations of exclusion and discrimination
1 Martha Luz Rojas-Wiesner has been a senior researcher in
the Department of Society, Culture, and Health of El
Colegio de la Frontera Sur (ECOSUR) since 1998. She
works specifically on female migration along the south-
ern border of Mexico at her office in Tapachula, Chiapas. 
2 Maria DeVargas is a research assistant and project
officer for the project promoting this book at the Inter-
national Institute of Social Studies (ISS), Erasmus Uni-
versity Rotterdam. She is a psychologist with a Master’s
in Development Studies from ISS. 
3 This chapter is based on the findings of an IDRC-funded
project ‘Advancing the Rights of Migrant Women in Latin
America and the Caribbean’, project number 104785-
003.The authors are grateful to Thanh-Dam Truong for
her key role orienting and contributing to the writing of
this chapter. They also want to thank Rosalba Icaza for
her recommendations and inspired debates.
4 The word ‘im/migrants’ covers the following persons
from Guatemala in Mexico. 1) Those who entered Mex-
ico during the civil war in Guatemala in the 1980s, were
granted refugee status, and became naturalized Mexican
citizens, as well as women who arrived for other reasons
and have permission to stay and work. 2) Those who
entered in the 1990s primarily in search of economic
opportunity and personal security but do not have the
same protection, and may be classed as migrants with
irregular status (or persons who have entered Mexico or
remain in the country without authorization). 3) Those
who are seasonal or frontier workers with or without
regular status. 
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in distinctively different ways from men (Jolly/Reeves
2005; Bastia 2009; Gregorio 2012; Petrozziello 2012).
The multiple and overlapping forms of identity-based
vulnerabilities found in local situations of marginaliza-
tion have yet to be addressed adequately in their own
terms, and in relation to specific public policies.
These forms are contingent on the specific character
of a given local sphere of migration, producing layers
of discrimination and insecurities that cannot be
reduced to gender as a single cause.
The complexity of migration is clearly expressed
in border areas where migratory processes are bearers
of particular features of social exchange7 and political
histories, and where new flows have become ‘global’
preoccupations (Sassen 2003; Castles 2010; Papad-
emetriou 2011). Concerns over law and order are al-
lowing states to choose specific border crossing-
points and their vicinity, identified as vulnerable to il-
legal trade and migration and to organized crime,
where Hobbesian measures of border policing are
adopted. These are legitimized by the need to protect
national sovereignty and control crime (Bigo/Tsou-
kala 2008). In the name of national security, such prac-
tices of border control tend to go hand in with proc-
esses of ‘othering’ (Pécoud/Guchteneire 2006) that
underpin the fixing of territorial boundaries based on
identities and belonging,8 field of access, and the scale
of transgressions (Van Houtum/Van Naerssen 2001). 
The southern border of Mexico is one example of
such a border area. Known historically9 as a
‘convergence area’, it is generally considered to be a
unified zone socially, culturally, and economically
(Fábregas 1997; Castillo 2002). This border had been
fluid and open to a variety of movements (trade, agri-
cultural workers, displaced people, families), though
variations have depended on the intensity of ex-
changes and causes of displacements (Castillo 2003).
Since the 1980s, these movements have become a
‘problem’ for the Mexican regional governments as a
result of a combination of migratory flows – refugees
from Central America fleeing direct violence caused
by civil wars, followed by economic migrants driven
by persistent socio-economic hardships in the post-
war years in the 1990s. The porosity of this border
also gradually made it accessible to long-distance mi-
grants (also referred to as ‘transmigrants’) who pass
through this border on their journey northward to the
United States or Canada (Angeles 2010; Castillo 2010;
Verduzco/de Lozano 2011). Since Mexico joined the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in
1994, attempts to curb all forms of unauthorized mi-
gration that may affect the whole NAFTA territory
have generated new types of global-local interactions
and scales of border control. For many migrants,
these interactions and scales of control have pro-
duced intersecting life-worlds and social fields of ac-
tion for survival. 
This chapter deals with Guatemalan im/migrant
women, mainly in Chiapas and primarily with those
without appropriate migratory documents.10 Some of
them have been living in the state for over twenty-five
years. It explores their manners of coping with the
new control measures and how emerging forms of in/
securities have affected their daily lives and social re-
5 The term ‘Mayan origin’ here refers to persons who are
descendants of Mayans. Today many of them are mixed
with other races but they still have some common phys-
ical features. Many of them still follow some traditions,
customs and speak a variety of indigenous languages.
Also, those who do not follow Mayan traditions are still
considered as indigenous and are mistreated on the
basis of their identity as socially constructed by other
racial groups.
6 As shown by Hania Zlotnik, during the last forty years
of the twentieth century the number of female migrants
was almost equal to that of male migrants: 47 per cent
in 1960 and 49 per cent in 2000 (Zlotnick 2003). In
more developed countries, 51 per cent of all immigrants
are women (United Nations 2009). 
7 Even with gaps in information, it is estimated that nearly
the half of migration processes are between South–
South countries, and around 80 per cent of them “take
place between countries with contiguous borders”
(Ratha/Shaw 2007: 3).
8 From this perspective we will use also ‘othering’ to refer
to discrimination, because it involves broad forms and
practices of discrimination, abuse, and exclusion which
are closely interconnected with ethnic and cultural fac-
tors. Within our framework, this concept involves
Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ related to the practices
and ways of discriminating against ‘others’ which are
normalized within societies. 
9 The region is part of the area sometimes called Mesoa-
merica, a “convergence area, in which the story is
shared with Central American and Caribbean peoples”
(Fábregas 1997: 349)
10 By women without appropriate migratory documents,
we mean those women who do not have any immigra-
tion papers, as well as women who entered the country
with an immigration document and are working even if
they do not have authorization to work. The latter is the
case for those women who entered with a Migratory
Form for Local Visitors (FMVL) and are engaged in eco-
nomic activity, such as traders, vendors, and domestic
workers. It also includes women whose documents have
expired. 
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lations. Conscious invisibility may be seen as a multi-
purpose strategy: 1) to protect themselves against de-
tection by the authorities or denouncement by per-
sons in the communities in which they work or live; 2)
to prevent their being potential victims of ‘othering’
due to their country of origin. In this sense ‘invisibil-
ity’ may be seen as a form of everyday politics to en-
sure daily well-being, as well as to avoid the risks of
being found out and the punitive responses that may
follow. Yet, paradoxically, this form of everyday poli-
tics also denies them access to basic social services
and to some of the protection which they are entitled
to, especially the long-term immigrants. By shifting
the analytical lens from a normative framework of mi-
grants’ rights to the interface between the practices of
border control and migrants’ strategies for achieving
well-being in everyday life, the chapter offers some re-
flections on the implications of migrants’ strategic in-
visibility for future debates and actions. 
Section 10.2 highlights the key aspects of migra-
tion at the Mexican southern border, emphasizing
those aspects that are central to the understanding of
the situation of the women who are the subjects of
this study. The concept of re-territorialization pro-
posed by Brenner (1999), defined as the re-scaling of
forms of territorial organization such as cities and
states, is adjusted to refer to the re-configuration and
re-scaling of organizational forms of boundary control
that has been taking place in Mexico during the last
decade and its implications for migrants in subordi-
nate positions. Section 10.3 presents the stories of
Guatemalan women im/migrants in Mexico, moving
from a general profile to the individual motivational
stories of a group of fifty-five women, and introduc-
ing some of the effects of the new practices of ‘flow
management’ on their lives. Section 10.4, based on
multi-sited research, illustrates through the women’s
narratives what such insecurities mean for them and
the reasons for their conscious invisibility. In section
10.5 we examine the paradox of in/visibility in the pol-
itics of everyday life, with reference to similar cases
discussed by other authors. The chapter concludes by
linking the three layers of power affecting the women:
the introduction of new concepts of ‘border’, the new
concept of order in migration management, and the
multiple processes of ‘othering’ the migrant popula-
tion with respect to their identities. Migrants’ rights
advocates in Mexico need to work to deepen under-
standing of how strategic invisibility can be an effect
of the contextual workings of multiple and interlinked
forms of power so as to be able to translate their con-
cerns into actions that can help the migrants achieve
an existence with security in daily live as a basic con-
dition for achieving dignity11 and rights. Moreover, it
is necessary to find more appropriate mechanisms to
support them while at the same time respecting their
autonomy. In this regard, the adequate distribution of
information becomes relevant to establishing ena-
bling conditions towards individual processes of in-
formed decisions (Baehr 2012). In other words, it is
important to promote knowledge among the im/mi-
grants so that social boundaries and individual fears
do not become restrictions in the process of accessing
legal identities and rights.
10.2 Contextualizing Migration at 
Mexico’s Southern Border 
Inter-regional migratory dynamics in Latin America
and the Caribbean are historically multi-layered. In re-
cent decades these have become more complex for a
variety of reasons. The most significant is the increase
in the magnitude of movements from this region into
the United States, and this has led to a re-scaling of
forms of border control within the territory of the
United States itself as well as areas it considers to be
within its broader security perimeters, such as the
Mexican southern border, with the state of Chiapas
being the focal point of concern. 
According to Villafuerte/García (2006), intense in-
ternal migration in Chiapas began in the second half
of the twentieth century, stimulated by colonization
of the Lacandona Jungle, the demand for labour for
coffee plantations, and hydroelectric construction.
This was followed by migration to the oilfields of Ta-
basco and to the tourist area of Cancun in the 1980s.
Since the 1990s, as a result of economic crises, migra-
tory flows from this region have extended to the
north of Mexico, the United States, and Canada. The
exacerbation of poverty levels and the neglect of cer-
tain sectors of the population by the government led
to the formation of the Zapatista movement in 1994,
and consequently to an increased presence of military
forces in the region. In parallel, from the 1980s to the
mid-1990s Chiapas became host to many Guatemalan
refugees fleeing civil war in their own country, adding
11 Following Habermas, we use the concept of ‘dignity’ or
‘a life with dignity’ as the essential minimum required to
live, which should constantly be considered as having an
entrenched relationship with personal expectations of
well-being (Habermas 2010). It is therefore a space
where legal struggles for human rights and quality of life
may be pursued. 
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to the historical migration of Guatemalan seasonal ag-
ricultural workers and daily movements of residents
along the Mexico–Guatemala border (Kauffer 2005;
Rojas 2011). Due to the geographical characteristics of
the area and the lack of institutional attention to the
borderline, there are many unclear demarcations. The
internal migratory dynamics in this area are such that
many established immigrants move from one location
to another without being aware of the border (Ange-
les/Rojas 2000; Castillo 2001). 
In the last two decades, this border has seen more
restrictive immigration measures due to a confluence
of migratory flows. Following persistent post-war so-
cio-economic decline and poverty, the flow of eco-
nomic migrants from Guatemala into Mexico has in-
tensified (Alba/Castillo 2012). In addition, Mexico’s
proximity to the United States has become a decisive
factor in shaping the flows of migrants from different
parts of the world through its southern border, mainly
from 2000 when a statistical increase became appar-
ent (Morales/Lopez 1999; Angeles/Rojas 2000; Alba
2001; Rodríguez/Berumen/Ramos 2011). This reality
was made visible in international forums, especially
around the time of the preparation of the United Na-
tions Convention on Transnational Crime (UNCTC)
and its Protocols on Human Trafficking and Human
Smuggling. In these forums emphasis was placed on
the significance of the migratory flows through this
border destined for the United States. Much less at-
tention has been given to the transformations of the
local sphere of migration around the southern border
itself, and their impacts on migrants caused by the in-
appropriate construction of them as a homogeneous
group. 
As a member of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA),12 and subsequent to the 11 Sep-
tember 2011 terrorist attacks in New York, Mexico
followed the United States discourses on national se-
curity and immigration control and revamped meas-
ures implemented since the 1980s, often conflating
Figure 10.1: Mexico’s southern border. Source: Laboratorio de Análisis de Información Geográfica y Estadística de El
Colegio de la Frontera Sur (ECOSUR). Permission was granted on 15 January 2013 by ECOSUR.
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the term ‘security’ with ‘migration control’ (Adamson
2006). Mexico’s commitment to NAFTA implies an
intensification of control measures to contain mi-
grants entering the United States via Mexico, legiti-
mized by Mexico’s national security. These measures
are along the lines of those adopted by the United
States in its ‘war on terror’. The Mexican territory was
defined as part of the inner circles of the United
States’ homeland security perimeters, i.e. Mexico and
its borders with Guatemala and Belize are now consid-
ered as the most southern external perimeters of the
NAFTA trade zone (Castillo 1997, 2003; Cortés 2003;
Alba/Leite 2004; Hernández 2008; Verduzco/de Loz-
ano 2011). The links made between terrorism and the
growing waves of organized crime in Mexico, espe-
cially the measures adopted to combat the drug trade
and to dismantle organized crime, have also fuelled
the violence surrounding these controls (Hernandez
2008). As there is a confluence of migrants of different
types,13 the governments are confronted with different
kinds of societal insecurity (drug trade, violent crime
gangs, and so on) as interlinked phenomena with mi-
gration flows. This has enlarged and strengthened what
immigration authorities call ‘the administration or
management of migration flows’ in Mexico. The pri-
mary aim was the control and containment of crime of
various types linked to networks in the United States,
as well as irregular migrations (human trafficking and
human smuggling) towards the United States.14 
In Mexico, measures to contain and control trans-
migrants bound for the United States have had differ-
ent impacts for several categories of migrants: 1) im-
migrants (persons already living in Mexico for a long
period); 2) temporary workers (persons who enter
only to work on a temporary (seasonal) basis; 3) com-
muters (those who live in Guatemala and enter Mexi-
can territory for work on a daily basis, who may or
may not have an identity document in conformity
with legal requirements). Immigrants with regular sta-
tus must strictly comply with the procedures and re-
quirements to renew their residence permit. Those
who do not have regular status must apply for a resi-
dence permit as an immigrant. Temporary workers
and commuting workers are permitted to enter as
frontier workers or local visitors and regularize their
presence through registration, the Migratory Form
for Frontier Workers (FMTF), and the Migratory
Form for Local Visitors (FMVL) respectively.15 
Although immigrants with irregular status (with-
out an identity document, or one which is not valid),
some of whom have been living for more than twenty
years in the country, have always faced the risk of de-
portation when found out, since 2008 immigration
officials have become stricter in requiring immigra-
tion documents at border check-points. However,
there is a tendency among immigration authorities to
apply measures to contain migration indiscriminately,
i.e. by targeting all those persons without a proper
identity document (im/migrants with irregular status),
irrespective of their histories of migration. Thus trans-
migrants with irregular status as a category can be
12 NAFTA was signed by Mexico, the United States of
America, and Canada, and entered into force on 1 Jan-
uary 1994. This agreement offers the United States the
most favourable position with regard to power and
trade. 
13 There is a confluence of international migrants – from
Central America and from Chiapas to the United States;
transitory and temporal migrants; internal migrants –
between rural and urban localities of the same state; and
regional and internal displacements caused by religious,
social, or political conflicts. In addition, natural disas-
ters and the construction of dams have also caused the
displacement of many people into and through this area
(Castillo 2003; Villafuerte/Garcia 2006).
14 Since the late 1990s, the following migration control
programmes or actions can be cited: the “Sealing the
Southern Border” plan (1998); the “Southern Plan”
(June 2001); the pilot plan between Mexico and Guate-
mala for “safe and orderly repatriation” (June 2001); the
“Agreement for Swift, Safe and Orderly Repatriation of
Salvadorian Migrants by Land” (May 2005); and the
“Agreement for the Safe and Orderly Repatriation of
Central American Migrants on the Mexican–Guatema-
lan Border” (June 2005). Furthermore, there have been
various adjustments to the Manuals and Procedures for
granting visas and migration permits in Mexico during
the last decade. Other actions have explicitly responded
to national security strategies that had contained migra-
tion flows, such as the “Sentinel Director Plan” (2003),
the “National Security Act” (2005), and the “Merida Ini-
tiative” (2007). Furthermore, Mexico has signed some
plans and agreements with neighbouring countries that
have also affected migratory flows: the “Panama Puebla
Plan” (2000, today called the “Mesoamerica Project”),
and the high-level border security agreements between
Mexico and Belize (2005) and between Mexico and
Guatemala (2002, 2008). 
15 During the mid-2000s, the requirements for applicants
for different types of visas (‘immigration forms’), either
to enter, remain, or naturalize in Mexico, became more
stringent. Lawyers (or ‘brokers’) who assist with immi-
gration procedures, tourists, and immigrants informally
interviewed in recent years have indicated that it was
more difficult to obtain a visa to enter Mexico than the
United States.
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treated in the same way as long-time immigrants also
with irregular status. Given the perception that trans-
migrants are a threat, possible criminals, or terrorists,
long-time immigrants are also afraid of being affiliated
with crime and terror, given the consequences. There-
fore, immigrants with irregular status have no option
but to limit their movements for fear of being caught
by the authorities, or identified as being affiliated
with criminal gangs. The limitation of their movement
has also led to their social exclusion at a greater level
of significance than before. In some contexts these
people have to make themselves ‘invisible’, or to con-
duct their lives at such a level of discretion that they
can pass unnoticed by the public (Castillo 2003).
The institutionalization of the perceived links
between migration, crime, and terror, or migration
and the threat to national security, became visible in
2005 when the Mexican government integrated the
National Migration Institute (INM) into the National
Security Council (Coria 2011).16 This had already been
justified in the 1990s when the South Beta Group of
Migrant Protection was affiliated with the National
Institute of Migration’s Regional Delegation in Chia-
pas. This addressed gang violence against migrants in
the border zone with Guatemala, specifically between
Hidalgo city and the cities of Tapachula and Huixtla,
and along the train route along the coast of Chiapas –
a route frequently used for migrants’ movement. This
problem worsened in the late 1990s during a time of
increasing flows of Central American migrants to the
United States and increasing Mexican migratory con-
trols (Ruiz 2001, 2004). This has caused many
migrants to seek alternative routes where they face
greater risks of being assaulted, in other words greater
danger and greater risks of violation of their human
rights. Despite the various complaints that have been
made, the concern is that official actions to combat
criminals who attack, abduct, and murder migrants
passing through Mexico have been rare and scarce
(Amnesty International 2010). This shows that less
emphasis is placed on the protection of migrants than
on the protection of national security. 
At the societal level, the perception of migration
as a ‘threat’ to national security also generates anti-mi-
grant sentiments among the local populations. For ex-
ample, according to the National Survey on Discrim-
ination in Mexico conducted in 2010, which involved
a nationally representative sample of 13751 house-
holds, 25 per cent of respondents consider that the
Mexican government should control migration; 76
per cent believe that immigration causes divisions in
Mexican society; 27 per cent would not allow an im-
migrant to live in their house; 38 per cent said that
“Mexicans can build a great nation only if we have a
similar culture and values” (CONAPRED 2011: 84).
The same source indicates that there is a general be-
lief among the population surveyed that the migrants’
presence has led to problems of insecurity because mi-
grants often attract various types of criminals who at-
tempt to kidnap or assault them. Long-time immi-
grants without a regular identity are affected by these
attitudes in the communities where they work and
live. There is a fear of denouncement that applies not
only to their neighbours, but also to their employers,
who want to evade responsibilities towards them.
They also fear the mafias and criminals who can at-
tack them, in addition to the fear of the consequences
of being detected by the authorities as workers with
irregular status. Despite the fact that Mexico has a sig-
nificant proportion of citizens who are in favour of
having foreigners in the country, testimonies from mi-
grants who are Guatemalan, economically disadvan-
taged, indigenous, and/or migrants working in the ag-
ricultural and service sectors (as domestic workers
and sex workers), have shown that they are often vic-
tims of ‘othering’ and exploitation (CONAPRED
2011). This type of abuse also goes unreported due to
fear of losing one’s job or fear of being handed over
to the immigration authorities. In conclusion, the sur-
vey emphasized that the discrimination and intoler-
ance towards migrants revealed by the survey “directly
confronts the discourse and imaginaries of a society
that calls itself multicultural, hospitable, and generous
to those coming from abroad” (CONAPRED 2011: 7).
Access to services and rightful treatment at work
has become increasingly problematic for im/migrants
in such a context. Although Mexico’s Migration Law
of 25 May 2011 states that immigrants have access to
various services and rights regardless of their immigra-
tion status, these rights continue to be denied at the
local level (Articles 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, and 14).17 Several
provisions of the new law on verification and migra-
tion control are already being implemented by the im-
16 During this year 2005, many factors influenced this
event: the great increase in the number of migrants, the
emphasis on national security discourses linked to
migration, and the increase of the phenomenon
whereby transitory migrants have not only been
exposed to, but increasingly been victims of, more
extreme and inhumane forms of violence in Mexico car-
ried out by organized criminal groups (Amnesty Interna-
tional Report 2010).
199
migration authorities, while, as of July 2012, the rele-
vant regulations that grant migrants rights without
their having to prove their legal status still have not
been published. In the current milieu of xenophobia
and ‘othering’ among different groups in the Mexican
population, the gap between the law and its imple-
mentation have forced migrants (including immigrant
women) into self-chosen invisibility, not only towards
immigration authorities but also towards people in
their close environment. Additionally, within Mexican
society, discriminatory attitudes towards the indige-
nous population persists, affecting the majority of the
Guatemalan immigrant population in Mexico, many
of whom have indigenous facial features and still wear
traditional clothes and use their own languages.
10.3 Stories of Guatemalan Women 
Migrating to Mexico
According to the latest Mexican national census, the
Guatemalan immigrant population represents a small
part of the immigrant population in Mexico (INEGI
2010). Although their numbers have increased from
23967 to 35322 between 2000 and 2010, Guatemalan
immigrants only accounted for 4.9 per cent of all re-
corded immigrants in 2000 and 3.7 per cent in 2010.
This population has become important in Mexico’s
southern border region (Chiapas, Campeche, Ta-
basco, and Quintana Roo), where many people from
Guatemala live. Small-scale studies have indicated a
similar picture with a significant number of women
immigrants and migrants (irrespective of their migra-
tion histories) exposed to a series of risks and who
face ‘othering’, exclusion, and marginalization (Rojas
2002; Rojas/Ángeles 2008). This ill-treatment can be
based on their migrant status (regular or irregular),
class membership, gender, ethnicity, and even their
geographical location and the length of their stay in
the place of arrival, or on a combination of some or
all of these factors. As López Sala (2005) notes, distin-
guishing between groups of im/migrants is necessary
because strategies of invisibility may differ according
to migrants’ identity background and migratory his-
tory. Using the formal criteria of classification, Guate-
malan women im/migrants in Mexico are distin-
guished as: 1) immigrants, 2) temporary migrants, and
3) commuters or residents on the frontier with Guate-
mala. 
The national census cited above indicates that in
Mexico’s southern border region, 43 per cent of immi-
grants are of Guatemalan origin, 56 per cent are
women, and most of them (83 per cent) live in Chia-
pas. An estimate of temporary migration can be made
from the data collected through the Southern Border
Migratory Survey18– an ongoing survey that applies to
some of the migratory flows on the border between
Guatemala and Chiapas. In 2009, information was
gathered on 324519 border crossings by temporary
workers; 23.5 per cent had no immigration papers and
17.6 per cent of the total flow were women. As for
commuters, the same EMIF-Sur survey gathered infor-
mation from 190904 border crossings by residents in
border regions: 15.0 per cent had no immigration pa-
pers; 83.3 per cent were working, but with papers that
did not authorize them to work; and 42.6 per cent of
the total flow were women (INM/CONAPO/
COLEF/SRE/STyPS 2012). 
To supplement this information, in our research19
we collected data through semi-structured personal in-
terviews with Guatemalan women and with some key
institutional informants. Various strategies were em-
ployed to contact the women from whom informa-
tion was collected and the connections were estab-
lished by key informants. Subsequently, to identify
additional respondents a snowball technique was used
with women already interviewed, local organizations,
and ECOSUR networks. Initially, many women were
reluctant to participate in the interviews through fear
of deportation, but gradually as they came to know
the researchers better they were more willing to share
their experiences. 
Given the proximity and historical interaction be-
tween Chiapas and Guatemala, the largest number of
women interviewed for this project was from Chiapas
and to a lesser extent from states where the census re-
corded Guatemalans (Campeche, Quintana Roo, and
Mexico City). The majority of these women were im-
17 See this law at: <http://dof.gob.mx/nota_detalle.php?
codigo=5190774&fecha=25/05/201> (15 October 2012).
18 In Spanish, EMIF-Sur is used for Encuesta sobre
Migración en la Frontera Sur.
19 This chapter will present findings of the research con-
ducted in Mexico by Martha Luz Rojas Wiesner and
Hugo Ángeles, together with Cristina Robledo and José
Bernal (Research Assistants), which is part of the
“Advancing the Rights of Female Migrants in Latin
America and the Caribbean” project, coordinated by
Tanya Basok and Nicola Piper, and financed by the
International Development Research Center (IDRC).
The larger project was independently carried out in five
countries: Costa Rica, Chile, Argentina, Mexico, and
the Dominican Republic.
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migrants, followed by migrants with the status of tem-
porary workers and commuters predominantly from
the Guatemalan border states of San Marcos, Hue-
huetenango, El Petén, and Quiche.20 In Chiapas, the
largest group of women came from San Marcos, while
in Campeche and Quintana Roo, the women mainly
Table 10.1: Profile of Guatemalan women interviewed. Source: Interviews with Guatemalan women in Mexico, 2009–
2010, based on data from the IDRC Project.
Total women interviewed 55
Average age of women at time of interview 37 years 
Age range of women at time of interview 13 to 64 years 
Average age at time of first migration to Mexico 17.5 years 
Age range of women at time of first migration to Mexico 6 to 38 years




Ciudad de México 5
Number of women according to migration status
Immigrant or established women in Mexico 41
Temporary or seasonal migrant women 8
Border-resident women 6
Number of women by migratory legal status 
Women with appropriate immigration papers 16
Naturalized women 12
Women with irregular status 27








Number of women by status of activity
Women engaged in trade-related activities 16
Live-in domestic service workers 11
Women engaged in artisan/craft or support work 7
Women engaged in agricultural work 4
Women engaged in personal service industry (restaurants, cleaning services, etc.) 5
Professional, employed in administrative or office setting 5
Women engaged in unpaid household/domestic work 7
Principal motives for migrating to Mexico 
Economic motives 29
Fleeing political violence 13
Fleeing a situation of domestic violence 4
Family reunification or to raise a family 9
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came from El Petén, Huehuetenango, and Quiche
(see figure 10.1). As a group, the women immigrants
came to Mexico for the first time between 1965 and
2008, and were between six and thirty-eight years old
when they migrated (median age 17.5 years). On aver-
age, these women have been living or working in Mex-
ico for almost twenty years – some reported that they
have lived for over thirty years in some places21 in
Mexico, and of these, some were still without immi-
gration papers.
Guatemala is one of the most unequal countries in
the world and its poverty level is among the highest in
the region (Menjivar 2008; World Bank 2004). The
three provinces from which the majority of women in-
terviewed are from have poverty levels of above 50 per
cent. In Mexico, the municipalities at the border are
also extremely poor, as can be seen in the following
index of general and extreme poverty: Tacaná (84.5
per cent and 32.2 per cent), Tajumulco (93.3 per cent
and 48.9 per cent), El Quetzal (79.5 per cent and 26
per cent), and Malacatán (71.4 per cent and 18.7 per
cent) (SEGEPLAN 2006). This mestizo population of
indigenous ethnic origin and with a high percentage
of illiteracy depends on informal work in agricultural
and commercial activities. The combination of these
factors contributes to their social exclusion. In this
context it is not surprising that the main motivation
for migrating to Mexico is economic. In Mexico, they
were engaged in trade-related activities, as independ-
ent traders, trade employees, or peddlers. A smaller
number was engaged in domestic work, in crafts or ar-
tisan work (personally or as assistants), while some
were engaged in agricultural work, and others as per-
sonal assistants in professional, clerical, or administra-
tive positions. We also interviewed a few women who
had no gainful employment. 
Regarding their immigration status, nearly half of
the women interviewed have regular migratory status
in Mexico, either because they have a certificate of
naturalization or immigration papers. Those who had
naturalization papers were mainly women who had
sought refuge in Mexico during the early 1980s and
did not return to Guatemala after the peace agree-
ments were signed in 1996. Not all women refugees
were naturalized and some do not have identity or mi-
gratory documents. Women who continued to live in
Mexico and who did not return to Guatemala were
given government support to settle in Mexico and
granted a small plot of land and naturalization, while
those who returned to Guatemala after the conflict
and later re-entered Mexico as economic migrants
were without support. The rest of the women inter-
viewed did not have identity documents or had insuf-
ficient papers to show their legal presence. The latter
situation could refer to immigration papers expiring
and migrants not yet renewing them, or to situations
where immigration papers had been issued but do not
authorize the migrant to carry out remunerated activ-
ities.
Fleeing poverty is the principal motivation for the
majority of the women who migrated to Mexico.
Olga,22 an immigrant without an identity document
after eight years living in Mexico, is currently earning
her living by washing other people’s clothes.
I came to work because we have no money over there.
Then I quit school because my father died and my
mother stayed alone and so I came to work here [2001]
when I was thirteen years old (Olga, 21 years old).
Besides economic reasons, escaping political or do-
mestic violence is of significance. The majority of
Guatemalan women have been exposed to a pattern
of continuous violence, and this is a key factor in their
choice to remain invisible. Maria Luisa came to Mex-
ico fleeing gender-based violence in 1991. She has no
identity document and is a widow and mother of five
children. She left the three older children in Guate-
mala, and her two small children, five and eleven years
old, who were now with her in Mexico, were not reg-
istered and were not attending school at the time she
was interviewed.
This Tuesday my father called me to enrol my children
because he was coming to collect them. I said ‘No’.
‘How come?’ (he said)… I said to my boy, ‘if you want
to stay with my father, I leave this up to you, but my
father is not going to take my girl from me.’ Because my
dad raped me, I don’t want this to happen to my daugh-
ter… Then the next day, it was like Tuesday night, on
Wednesday around 5.30 a.m. I threw two mudadas
[clothes for two days] for the girl into a bag, two for me
and two for the boy. With that I came here [to Tapa-
chula]. I had nothing… Ah! and my ID card… I left
20 Guatemala is divided into eight regions, and each region
is made up of one or more states that have a similar
geography, culture, and economy; each state is divided
into departments and municipalities. Currently Guate-
mala has twenty-two departments and 331 municipali-
ties (Congress of the Republic of Guatemala, 2011:
Administrative division of the Republic of Guatemala at:
<http://www.congreso.gob.gt> (13 May 2011)).
21 The dots in figure 10.1 indicate the localities where the
women were interviewed.
22 The names presented in this section in the transcript
narratives are pseudonyms used to protect the identity
of the women interviewed.
Strategic Invisibility as Everyday Politics for a Life with Dignity: Guatemalan Women Migrants’ Experiences
202 Martha Luz Rojas-Wiesner and Maria DeVargas
around ten in the morning from Guatemala. I came here
around five in the afternoon, and it was when I came
here with her [her mother was already living in Tapa-
chula] (Maria Luisa, 36 years old).
Although patterns of violence were often linked to
the several years of civil war, brutal violence against
women was also widespread, particularly during the
1980s. Sexual abuse and murder of women during the
civil war was common. The high levels of impunity for
those crimes have contributed to the normalization of
violence against women in Guatemala (Menjivar
2008; Carey/Torres 2010). Some women mentioned
that during the war events in the 1980s, they were
forced to live for long periods hidden in the forest of
Guatemala, near the border with Mexico, to avoid the
physical abuse perpetrated by Guatemalan military
forces. Miriam, a naturalized immigrant, arrived in
Mexico in 1985 fleeing the Guatemalan conflict. Cur-
rently she is married, but her husband is a migrant
worker currently in the United States. They have four
children. 
They took refuge in the mountains. Then, we got to the
same place and they were there, meaning we stayed
with them because since they also were in the same
place. And the same day in the afternoon the army
arrived, and they attacked us and it was when fourteen
people died, fourteen of my relatives (...) not my broth-
ers, but cousins, uncles, in that place, killed by the army.
And my two nephews, two nieces that I had, who were
sixteen, fifteen years old ... were two cousins, my two
cousins whose breasts had been cut off..., had been split
in two, they had been treated like that (...) at that time
as I say, I was very young still had ... I was not even thir-
teen (...) And we got out secretly, we fled [for Chiapas]
(Miriam, 43 years old).
Many women indicated how the demand for immigra-
tion documents at the border controls has increased
since 2008, while a small number said that they origi-
nally entered Mexico without being asked for any
documents. It is important to note that according to
these women the tightening of immigration controls
in the state of Chiapas in 2012 has resulted in a series
of ‘operations’, in which immigration officials have
visited businesses, farms, and even a local news
agency to search for, arrest, and deport workers with
irregular status – actions that had not been previously
recorded in the region. Juana is a migrant without pa-
pers, married and with two children. She arrived in
Mexico in 1985 at the age of thirteen, fleeing an at-
tempted rape by her father-in-law. She travelled with
her brother, who helped her to search for a job. 
Well, it was already many years ago but they didn’t ask
me for papers. They asked only him [the husband]. And
right now, you see that there are seals of migration, the
soldiers and that ... and because of it I have not gone [to
Guatemala] (Juana, 40 years old).
Since 2000, Mexican immigration authorities have
carried out legalization programmes23 for migrants,
one of which ended in May 2011. These programmes
aimed to support migrants with immigration proce-
dures, principally by facilitation of the requirements
needed to legalize or formalize their migratory status.
Despite being written into the Migration Law, these
programmes were limited in their scope and many mi-
grants with irregular status in particular were unaware
of them (Guevara 2011). Many of the migrant women
interviewed still have irregular migratory status be-
cause they lack adequate information about the law
for formalizing their stay, or because they lack finan-
cial resources, or support from social networks to do
so, or simply because they continue to fear deporta-
tion if they attempt to solicit information from the au-
thorities about the process. Because the campaigns of
information do not reach the places where these
women live – remote localities or marginal areas –,
they can be easily deceived, threatened, and manipu-
lated (by husbands, employers, neighbours etc.). Not
being informed is one reason, but also their fear of
deportation if they turn up to begin the procedures of
regularization with the immigration authorities. Only
few women know that there are some civil organiza-
tions that can guide or defend them. 
On the whole, migrant women without regular
status have many difficulties in maintaining a life with
basic rights and dignity because of interlinked difficul-
ties as a result being a migrant with irregular status, of
‘indigenous’ background, and of Guatemalan origin.
This affects the type of work they can do and also
their place of residence. Their place of residence in
turn affects their access to adequate information.
These factors cannot be sharply separated but are usu-
ally expressed jointly. They interact and change over
time and within the context (Anthias 2008). As for
the perception of ‘othering’, there is a difference be-
tween women who came as refugees in the 1980s and
are now naturalized, and those who are more recent
immigrants. The first group has closer ties to Guate-
malan networks already settled in Mexico, while the
second group is more exposed to Mexican society.
The harsh side of ‘othering’ faced by Guatemalan
women migrants who came to Mexico as economic
migrants affects those who lack the minimum require-
ments for a life with dignity, i.e. economic and social
23 Programas de Regularización Migratoria. 
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rights such as access to health care and education –
for themselves and for their children. They also men-
tioned abuses of favour and difficulties linked to vio-
lence, housing, and the preservation of their cultural
identity.
Women with regularized migrant status and who
are professionals were able to interact with people in
the mainstream of the Mexican society despite their
feelings of discrimination. Rocio, interviewed in Tap-
achula in 2009, was married without children. She
works as a professional. Rocio has lived in Mexico for
three years because of her Guatemalan husband’s job.
(...) I believe that there is much discrimination for those
coming from Guatemala. But I also understand as a
Guatemalan, meaning that it definitely bothers me.
Therefore I try to understand it, because there is always
a reason. There has always been a rivalry between Mex-
icans and Guatemalans. I do not know why, I do not
know if it comes mixed from the story, due to all that
has happened, right? But yes, even if you try to under-
stand it gives you courage... and you get angry and you
vent your spleen, then. To some extent you try to under-
stand why that happens, and try to talk to the person,
but (...) (Rocio, 27 years old).
10.4 Understanding Strategic In/
visibility  
Reacting to situations of ‘othering’ and exclusion,
many migrants prefer to face their problems alone or
with little assistance. Although male migrants also
face a similar situation, migrant women face a greater
degree of risk and hence greater vulnerabilities due to
their gender identity.24 Depending on their resilience
and their individual resources or those made available
to them by others, migrants used various forms of
agency to neutralize or resist the temporary or perma-
nent particular situations of abuse and ‘othering’.
Here, we will concentrate on the narratives about in-
visibility or passing unnoticed, a strategy used by a
large percentage of the women interviewed. 
Some women are living in situations of invisibility
because it is the best strategy for living or working in
their current situation. Other women keep silent or
try to move in an way that means they are unnoticed
as a protection strategy when facing risks such as los-
ing their jobs or housing, being deported, being in-
volved in trouble, or being separated from their chil-
dren by forced circumstances. Some women indicated
their intention to avoid the establishment of friendly
relations with other people in order to avoid any kind
of problems. But this also denies them the possibility
of having supportive networks or persons around, and
locates them in an isolated and solitary living posi-
tion. Yolanda, who was interviewed in Quintana Roo
in 2009, was working as a domestic worker. She was
divorced and with one son born in Mexico. She ar-
rived in Mexico in 2001 because of her marriage to a
young Mexican who was descended from a Guatema-
lan family. Yolanda had already started her process of
regularization; however, she could not pay the fee re-
quired for the process. After the interview we were in-
formed that she had been denounced to the migra-
tory authorities by neighbours, and after that she
disappeared. 
I am a girl who wants to avoid problems. I don’t get
involved with people because I am afraid that they are
going to accuse me of something. I have the fear that
the police would come (...) Many people from here, the
ones who live around here, say to me ‘you neighbour,
you just pass by always enclosed’. But like I said to you,
it is to avoid problems, I like to avoid problems
(Yolanda, 25 years old).
Some women are compelled to keep silent or hide
their anger due to their fear of the same risks, which
in many occasions are reinforced by external threats
from people in their daily network. Further, some
women consider visibility a pointless action, which
lacks positive outcomes for them and can affect their
sources of income. Lupita is a temporary farm worker
and migrant with irregular status who was interviewed
in 2009. She arrived in Mexico for the first time in
2003 to work on a farm with her parents. Lupita has
a child two years old who was born on the farm
where she works, but the midwife did not give her a
birth record, so she registered her child in Guatemala.
She was abandoned by her partner, and currently lives
with her sisters on the farm, where they have seasonal
work. At the time of the interview, she had no immi-
gration papers and she indicated that she had never
needed them. 
He [the manager of the farm] has treated me badly,
nothing more, I say. I think that’s why he hasn’t given
me vacations; because, he says that he is the boss and
that he decides who will get them [vacations]. There are
24 Some theoretical agreements indicated that vulnerability
is linked with undesired outcomes, due to being
exposed to dangers that caused some damage. But vul-
nerability is also related to responsiveness as a resistance
or resilience. In this last sense, the levels of responsive-
ness depend on the assets available to a person or to a
family or group to face the risks and to overcome the
critical situations and their consequences (Busso 2001;
Naudé/Santos-Paulino/McGillivray 2009). 
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those for whom it has been slow to get their vacations,
but I have never got them. I have had problems with
him and he has already mistreated me twice. Once he
gave me a shove. I had my baby in my arms and then he
told me ‘I’ll send you to jail’. So I was scared, and I he
took my job away… Then, since I didn’t want to leave
this place and because I don’t have any work over there,
I went back to ask him for work. At first he didn’t want
to hire me, but at the end he gave me a job. But only
with him I have had problems. I’m ashamed [to speak]
and afraid if he listens to me, he can hurt me all of a
sudden, or something (Lupita, 20 years old).
Other women choose to go unnoticed leaving behind
the traditions that identified them as indigenous.
They do not wear their traditional dress and do not
speak their original Mayan language. Some women
also try to blend into their surroundings to circumvent
the fact of being a focus of attention. Margarita is a
self-employed woman who arrived in Mexico for the
first time in 1981 when she was fleeing the Guatema-
lan violence. She is separated and has one son. At the
time of the interview she had lived in Mexico for
twenty years, of which eighteen had been spent in
Campeche.
At first I used to say that I am from Chiapas. ‘No, you
are not from Chiapas, you are from Guatemala’ (they
said)… and like that until one day that I said ‘No, even
if I say as much that I am from Chiapas, I am not from
there because it is noticeable in my way of speaking, of
behaving, better no’. Honestly, ‘Where are you from?’, ‘I
am from Guatemala’, I said, but when I said it, I said it
with shame, or something like it. And I don’t know,
until now I ask ‘Why did the father of my son leave me?’
Ah, maybe this is the reason. As now he sought another
(woman), I said ‘No doubt perhaps because I am Guate-
malan’. So, so, so in my mind I had this idea (Margarita,
40 years old). 
Others prefer to keep quiet and to remain in secret sit-
uations of humiliation by others, or not to report inci-
dents of abuse and violence due to their ethnic ori-
gins, because they are afraid of further damage. This
is particular relevant in situations of domestic vio-
lence. Matilde, an immigrant who has lived in Mexico
for twenty-six years, had no document certifying her
status as an immigrant and the length of her resi-
dence. When she was interviewed, she was given ad-
vice about how to formalize her stay in Mexico. She
was married and has three children. Since she was
young, and after having been orphaned, she has had
different problems with abuse. In order to have some
extra income, Matilde works selling food she prepares
herself, but she does so in secret as her husband
refuses to allow her to work.
He gives everything for me, for his children, but when
he is drunk he changes; he becomes another person, eh?
... At the beginning, before he would hit me he would
say: ‘pinche cachuca,25 this is my homeland, here
nobody will defend you’ and thump, he would give me
a slap… oh the bruises in the face. He would say that
‘you are a…’, ‘you’re the...’... he calls me ‘india’,26 he
humiliates me horribly… My mother-in-law said: ‘Look,
I don’t want problems (...) don't you go denouncing
Manuel, don’t mess with my son, because look, we like
you, you’re a great woman’. Then my sister-in-law said:
‘Look girl, if you call the police, you can be sure that
you will lose us… you will lose the case because we are
Mexicans and you are a foreigner’ (Matilde, 35 years
old).
Some women try to pass unnoticed by not using par-
ticular services or not claiming rights such as educa-
tion or health. In the case of education, many women
prefer their children not to go to school rather than
handle the procedures and the documentation proc-
ess required for school enrolment. Maria Luisa, cited
above, said:
My mother filled me with fear, she said that they will
take my kids, because she doesn’t want us to be here.
So, I did not want to go to do it, because I don’t want
that they take my children from me. But, now the
woman owner of the house said I have to put them in
the school, I agreed and said to her that I am scared, so
she went to speak with Lorena and she already said that
they will help me (Maria Luisa, 36 years old),
In the case of health, the women prefer to go to Gua-
temala because they will not be discriminated against
because of their origin. Also, women often choose to
receive medical attention by professionals in a chain
of low-cost pharmacies, where their migratory status
is not relevant to whether they are treated. When they
travel for medical attention, it is important to point
out how increased border control is affecting this pos-
sibility, particularly at the crossing-points where it is
necessary to use the bridges connecting Mexico and
Guatemala, and therefore to go through formal migra-
tory procedures within official offices. 
The truth, the truth is, I had not worried about asking
if there is a health centre. Because, like when one goes,
or something like that, they ask one for papers, and I
don’t have the documents for my children, so I don’t go.
I’d rather go to the ‘Similares’27 too (Lupita).
25 Cachuca is a degrading term used to refer to someone
of Guatemalan origin.
26 The expression India is also used in a derogatory man-
ner and has a strong discriminatory connotation. 
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Summing up, strategic invisibility as a practice appears
to be very common among many Guatemalan im/mi-
grant women. This strategy is sometimes chosen as a
protection strategy, but in some cases it is a forced
choice or due to fear of further consequences. Also,
some women do not see any sense in making them-
selves or their situations more visible, because they
will not receive positive or supportive responses from
their social or institutional network. 
10.5 Reflection on In/visibility as a 
Form of Everyday Politics 
The study of women’s migration has revealed that mi-
grant women encounter situations of ‘othering’ in dis-
tinctive ways, whether their migration is within a
country or between countries, or whether it is regular
or irregular in character. As has been pointed out by a
number of authors, civil society organizations, and in-
ternational agencies, situations of discrimination have
increased the major risks to and vulnerabilities of mi-
grant women as a result of the strengthening of con-
tainment measures and migratory controls in specific
parts of the world in recent years (Anguiano/López
2010; Dobrowolsky/Tastsoglou 2006; FitzGerald
2011). Paradoxically, while researchers and advocates
work to make women migrants more visible, there are
women migrants who do not want to be visible. From
the perspective of rights advocates, visibility is the
main condition for seeking recognition of the funda-
mental settings for life and liberties, while for the im/
migrants invisibility is consciously chosen as a strategy
to protect themselves against the authorities, or
against people in their neighbourhoods or the com-
munities in which they work, especially if they foresee
any type of risk or threat on account of being a for-
eign or migrant person. In other words, invisibility for
some women im/migrants can be a mechanism for
avoiding contact that may be ‘othering’ or abusive to
them, and also a way to avoid control and surveillance
by others. 
As a chosen option, this in/visibility can be a form
of everyday life action with political and transforma-
tive significance, as captured by Kerkvliet (2005) with
the term Everyday Politics (EDP), which he defines as
the subtle or low-profile practices that influence the
control, allocation, and use of tangible and intangible
resources.28 As noted by Kerkvliet (2009), even if the
practice of invisibility is not associated with being ‘po-
litical’, it is a mechanism for resisting and challenging
the normative regulations within one’s environment.
From this perspective, the subtle nature of the prac-
tice of invisibility becomes relevant within the context
of the agency of the women im/migrants, because it
is a way of resisting control by the authorities and
contest the surveillance of others. As such, invisibility
is a form of EDP that belongs to the typology29 of re-
sistance or defiance, as well as evasion (Kerkvliet
2009; Hobson/Seabrooke 2007). Understanding in-
visibility from this perspective allows the recognition
of agency in the Guatemalan migrant women, return-
ing to them a role in the realm of politics, with some
possibilities for bottom-up adjustment. However, it is
important to note that the chosen strategy of invisibil-
ity can also limit their opportunities for advocacy pur-
poses (Kihato 2007). And in many cases, invisibility is
not necessarily a protective measure against domestic
violence, nor a challenge to increasingly restrictive im-
migration policies, but just a form of protection
against daily life ‘othering’ and exclusion inside their
communities. Some women revert to this type of strat-
egy in particular situations, while for some women it
is a form that becomes more permanent.
This dilemma between being visible and being in-
visible is related to what Andrea Brighenti (2007) has
called the “field of visibility”. This refers to a more
complex phenomenon than just a single visual dimen-
sion. According to Brighenti, this field of in/visibility
is the intersection of two domains – “the perception
of relations” and “relations of power”, which are usu-
ally asymmetrical, and therefore the visibility relation-
ships are also unequal (Brighenti 2007). In this sense,
according to the power locations the reciprocity of vi-
sion or inter-visibility can be imperfect and limited, be-
cause for example one domain can just choose not to
27 This refers to the ‘Similares’ brand of pharmacies, which
sell generic drugs at affordable prices and also offer
medical attention for a cost approximately equivalent to
US$2.50. Many migrants use their services. 
28 A more extensive definition is proposed by Hobson and
Seabrooke (2007), who identified Everyday Politics as
the “acts by those who are subordinated within a
broader power relationship but, whether through nego-
tiation, resistance or non-resistance, either incremen-
tally or suddenly, shape, constitute and transform the
political and economic environment around and
beyond them” (Hobson/Seabrooke 2007: 15–16). 
29 Besides ‘resistance’, other forms of everyday politics are:
‘support, modification and evasion’, and ‘compliance’
(Kerkvliet 2009). This classification was re-delineated by
Hobson/Seabrooke (2007) as ‘defiance, mimetic chal-
lenge’, and ‘axiorationality’.
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see the ‘other’. However, visibility can be a double-
edged sword, which on one side can lead to empow-
erment30 when it is closely related to recognition by
others or to access to restricted resources or services.
But on the other, it can also facilitate control, exclu-
sion, and discrimination by others, creating an ambiv-
alent situation for migrants. This is the case for mi-
grant women in irregular situations, and women
victim-survivors of sexual and gender-based violence.
Recognition is a form of social visibility with implica-
tions for minorities and for those who are socially ex-
cluded. 
Often perceptions of visibility are distorted due to
the entrenched social representations of marginal sub-
jects, and so visibility and recognition are not related
in a linear way: there may be different ways of seeing
and being seen, and the social impact of this visibility
will depend on who is more visible and in which so-
cial location they are placed (Brighenti 2007). Total
‘visibility’ may lead to total control, as explained in
Foucault’s discussion of the panopticon – a symbol of
total surveillance (Gordon 2002). In addition, visibil-
ity can lead to regulation, selectivity, or stratification.
So the relationship between seeking recognition or
visibility and being controlled is a close one. This ten-
sion between achieving recognition and suffering con-
trol or discrimination generates complexity in the re-
lationship between in/visibility and power, and
therefore between migrants and their context. In
these terms, visibility does not necessarily lead to re-
lief nor does it imply better life while invisibility can-
not only be seen or considered as a lack of power
(Brighenti 2007). 
Invisibility as a strategy for power is reflected in
the cases of silence and secrecy. Secrecy is not only
centred within power, but secrecy by others also cre-
ates the possibility to escape or oppose power (Brigh-
enti 2007; Amster 2008). Silence and secrecy can be
key survival strategies, can offer protection, and in
some cases can create spaces to renegotiate harmful
gender relations and practices. In this respect, it is im-
portant to discuss the role of in/visibility in empower-
ment processes. If we are to consider the active partic-
ipation of migrants in processes that will allow them
access to better conditions of life, and what that
might imply in the current context of border controls
heightened by international requirements, we need to
first question in what manner in/visibility could con-
tribute to these achievements. Ghorashi (2010) has
raised similar questions, noting that unless the as-
sumptions of the dominant discourse are also chal-
lenged, visibility does not help much in the process of
accessing rights. In many cases visibility can even rein-
force ‘the boundaries’ in relation to migrants, as pre-
sented in her study of Islamic women in The Nether-
lands, where the migrants are constructed as the
‘other’ – as not belonging to the nation, but living
within it (Ghorashi 2010). This construction of other-
ness implies that migrants are those who ‘do not be-
long’, but this occurs not only for the first generation
of migrants but also for their descendants. Floya An-
thias has documented this type of ‘othering’ using eth-
nic distinctions in the United Kingdom with second-
and third-generation Greek Cypriots. According to
the author, the Greek Cypriot young people occupy a
very ambivalent and contradictory position within so-
ciety; on the one hand, they are invisible in terms of
discourses about ethnicity and racialization in the
United Kingdom, and on the other, they are visible as
a cultural group that is geographically concentrated in
specific urban spaces that are considered ‘multicul-
tural’ (Anthias 2002). 
However, there are many critiques of the notion
of everyday life as political actions. For the case of the
migrants’ in/visibility it is also worthwhile questioning
the sense of agency of this strategy. It is important to
examine in more depth through additional research
the ambiguity of direct claims, the conscientious deci-
sion of these acts as political, and the limited possibil-
ities for effective advocacy and social change (Escobar
2008; Gardiner 2004; Kerkvliet 2009). Here, the time
factor matters because this bottom-up process re-
quires a long time to attain changes and the life of
each migrant person should be worthy enough to con-
sider possibilities of collective action that could en-
sure faster outcomes with long-term settings. In other
words, in/visibility may be effective as a strategy of
survival, but it may not be enough to achieve stable
settings for a better quality of life. Having a voice does
not necessarily mean that assistance or a positive re-
sponse will come in return. Also, having a ‘voice’ in
other situations can be a positive way to fight back to
negotiate rights. On the other hand, invisibility ena-
bles daily mobility with fewer risks and less surveil-
lance by others. Besides the fact of feeling safe, from
this hidden position women can achieve short-term
minimum conditions for survival. Hence, the exercise
of agency through silence and invisibility entrenches a
complex paradox, because it allows short-term
achievements as conditions for survival. But as a long-
30 Empowerment refers to the process by which those who
have been denied the possibility of taking strategic deci-
sions in life acquire such capacity (Kabeer 1999).
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term strategy it could be untenable, because the mini-
mal gains achieved on a daily basis do not necessarily
become established conditions for the life of the mi-
grants and it might entrench superior circumstances
of exploitation and abuse. 
Women’s responses to situations of ‘othering’,
such as their invisibility, cannot be considered in op-
posite terms as positive or negative strategies. They
should be analysed in reference to their social loca-
tion and the structural conditions that generate com-
plex processes of migration, which turn into incen-
tives for the women’s decision to exercise their own
agency by becoming invisible (Parpart 2009). There-
fore, invisibility and/or silence are specific strategies
for survival just as much as visibility. The former is
useful for protection and for achieving daily needs,
while recognition, and therefore visibility, can offer
the possibilities of accessing better life conditions and
also rights in the long term (Parpart 2009). There are
links between the conscious decision to become invis-
ible or to pass unnoticed, and the ability to exercise
agency and seek formal recognition of rights. The
question of making women visible is challenged by
the conditions under which they live and their strate-
gies of fighting for it. Making women visible does not
mean an end to their problems. Thus we cannot just
propose the necessity of making them visible precisely
because for many women invisibility has been a ques-
tion of survival. 
The in/visibility paradox has especial relevance to
the terrain of accessing rights and formal protection,
because to raise awareness of rights it is necessary that
certain sectors speak out about their lack of substan-
tive rights. In the context of human security, social jus-
tice should entail the philosophical perspective of the
‘right to have rights’ proposed by Hannah Arendt,
which means guaranties for the safety conditions of
vulnerable individuals regardless of their legal migra-
tory status (Oman 2010). Women migrants’ condi-
tions of life need to go beyond ‘gender’ as a dichoto-
mous variable and to examine its situational and
relational character, revealing the social meanings of
access to rights from the perspectives of the women
migrants themselves. Given the increasingly restrictive
conditions limiting their mobility, the claim to rights
cannot yield positive results unless supported by other
actors (social networks, civil organizations) which ini-
tiate processes that would make their experiences vis-
ible, and guarantee that their voices are heard by the
state and other actors responsible for gender justice
initiatives and processes (Molyneux 2008). 
In the field of rights, much progress has been
made in Latin America from research and advocacy.
However, there are still many restrictions and biases
involved in accessing these rights and achieving social
justice in practice. During the last three decades of
the twentieth century many initiatives were under-
taken in Latin America to advance the rights of
women, and these are also linked to those for the ad-
vancement of international migrants. In this respect,
Molyneux (2008) pointed to three classes of crucial
initiatives in the campaign for the rights of women in
the region. Firstly, movements were launched for ‘the
right to have rights’ in situations where people sought
to restore democracy following authoritarian regimes.
Thus, the language of rights has become a way of de-
manding justice and recognition. Second, ideas of cit-
izenship that linked the state to passive subjects, that
is, citizens as receivers, were re-examined. These ideas
were replaced with ideas of ‘active citizenship’ that
highlighted participation and agency, and favoured a
more substantive form of citizenship – one that was
more participative and socially responsible. Third, as
a result of the first two initiatives, feminist movements
began to see citizenship as a way of overcoming social
exclusion. During the nineties, these three initiatives
were reinforced and supported by an international de-
velopment agenda that emphasized rights, women’s
empowerment,31 and participation (Dagnino 1998;
Kabeer 2007; Molyneux 2008). 
Considering that the achievement of social justice
implies the access to rights, it is important to review
how from reflecting on invisibility as a form of
women’s agency it is possible to identify alternative
forms of support for migrants that respect their au-
tonomy. If in/visibility is a question of survival, it is
important to offer migrants the conditions required
to make it as an informed decision. Many women ar-
gued that invisibility allows them to attain what they
aspire to, namely a job, housing, children; “leaving
their party in peace”.32 However, their range of expec-
tations could be limited by the lack of information,
which delineates a minimal spectrum of possibilities
for them. Perhaps, if they have access to more infor-
mation on what they are entitled to get in terms of
rights, services, and protection, many of these women
will amplify their perspectives and possibilities so that
31 Women’s empowerment is understood as a woman’s
ability to act and create change in the world.
32 ‘Viviendo su fiesta en paz’ is a common expression used
in this region of Mexico, which means to do things
without generating trouble.
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they can realize longer-term conditions for a life with
dignity. In other words, if women do not know what
they are entitled to, they will not expect it. But if they
are informed about their rights as well as the proce-
dures for accessing them, perhaps their exercise of in-
visibility will be more strategic in its nature. 
10.6 Conclusions
This chapter has shown how the re-scaling of border
control in Mexico has affected Guatemalan im/mi-
grants along Mexico’s southern frontier. The meaning
of borders, usually confined to territorial limits, can
be extended to the construction of the ‘othering’ of
social boundaries (Van Houtum/Van Naerssen 2001).
Discourses on migration processes based on the ‘fear’
and ‘threat’ of crime and national security affect the
horizontal relationship between migrants and people
in their social networks, generating additional dimen-
sions of vulnerability for the migrants by stressing the
differences. The emphasis on the threat of crime
linked to migration and border control policies has
triggered social processes of ‘othering’ that have se-
verely impacted everyday life and the survival experi-
ences of Guatemalan im/migrant women, mainly
those migrants who have irregular status. Migrants,
particularly women, become more vulnerable to
abuse, violence, and insecurity in a variety of daily re-
lationships: employer–employee; neighbour-to-neigh-
bour; inter-group relations; husband–wife. The re-scal-
ing of forms of border control aims to create orderly
management of migrations, as Mexico’s new Law of
Migration guarantees the socio-economic and civil
rights of immigrants even for those with irregular sta-
tus. But local social dynamics of power linked with
gender, ethnicity, and economic features are such that
the new law remains unreachable for many Guatema-
lan im/migrants.
Many women im/migrants who have faced multi-
ple forms of insecurity tend to select a strategy of in-
visibility to conserve their daily survival in subtle ways,
which include a commitment to protecting their chil-
dren and families by safeguarding dignified conditions
that many of them have not achieved themselves – i.e.
without physical, mental, or verbal abuse. In this
sense, invisibility becomes a relevant form of empow-
erment, an everyday exercise of politics of resistance
to enable access to the minimum conditions of life.
Also, the practice of invisibility is the result of their
own search for personal locations where they can feel
safe and autonomous. Ironically, this strategy of invis-
ibility can be counterproductive for them, because in
a context of lack of information, it prevents them
from access to the benefits of the new migration law
that could ensure more long-term conditions for a
better quality of life. Dignity for migrants has a public
dimension derived initially from their legal existence
in Mexican society, but many migrants remain igno-
rant of and out of reach of civil organizations advocat-
ing their rights. So far, given the discourses and local
spheres of power, Guatemalan women migrants,
mostly with irregular status, must face multiple dimen-
sions of insecurity derived from recent discourses and
practices that focus on the link between ‘irregularity’
and national insecurity. As a result, there is an imped-
iment to their achieving dignity and rights, especially
for those living in remote rural areas and in marginal
urban zones where information and formal proce-
dures are not accessible. 
In such instances, it is important to pay attention
to the interface between the normative framework of
im/migrants’ rights and the dynamics of the local
sphere of migration that obstruct the enabling condi-
tions for women im/migrants to achieve a legal exist-
ence on their own account and which respects their
autonomy. In this sense, information is an important
instrument for creating the conditions needed to
break down the dominant relationships of subordina-
tion, where women can adopt in/visible strategies
through processes of informed decision. Enabling
conditions should be built through the dissemination
of more information about their rights as guaranteed
by the new Migration Law, which can help migrant
women to construct better long-term conditions for
their future and that of their children. The construc-
tion of these enabling conditions remains a big chal-
lenge for society, a challenge which should be ad-
dressed by the joint efforts of social institutions and
civil organizations, the media, and even the academic
world, as well as by strengthening the practices of
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